Over a three-year period, Education Development Center, Inc. selected and studied three urban middle schools that intentionally set out to serve all of their students, including those with identified disabilities, those acquiring English proficiency, and those recently immigrated to the United States. The three schools share the philosophy that all students are academically competent when they are given the tools for constructing knowledge. All three schools have strong records of progress on various measures of academic learning, including standards-based, statewide tests. Although these schools have developed different cultures around academic excellence, they share a number of common features. This paper discusses seven features of the cultures of excellence and belonging that characterize these schools, drawing on a case study of one of the schools to illustrate how the features interact and mutually support one another.
A number of urban middle schools have deliberately set out to build rigorous, high-performing learning communities that respond to the social, academic, and linguistic challenges that urban students face. These schools include students with disabilities in their high-performing learning communities. The purpose of the Beacons of Excellence middle school project at Education Development Center, Inc. has been to find, document, understand, and explain the work of several of these high-performing, inclusive urban middle schools.¹ The Beacons of Excellence research team looked for urban middle schools that (a) appeared to be safe for young adolescents, (b) included most students with disabilities in the general education curriculum and classroom, and (c) were achieving positive academic results. Out of a national search, the Beacons research team initially examined applications from 36 middle schools that were interested in participating in a long-term, intensive study. On the basis of two-day site visits to eight of these schools by at least two researchers, we selected three middle schools for intensive study that most fully reflected our criteria.
The three schools chosen have unique demographic profiles and organizational structures that reflect the particular geographic "place" of their students and parents. Each school has a history of seizing opportunities to shape a long-term reform program, and is the strongest performing middle school among comparable schools in its district on statewide achievement tests.
One of these schools, Christopher Columbus Middle School in Union City, New Jersey, has a mainly lowincome Hispanic student population. This school received the highest eighth grade mathematics scores of any school in the district in 1999. It was the only school in the district to pass both of the statewide tests (mathematics and reading/language) given in 2000. Eighth-graders there had the highest mathematics scores of any other eighth-graders in the district. In 2001, the school was one of only two schools in the district with eighth grade students to pass all three statewide tests given (mathematics, language/literacy, and science); the other was a school for gifted and talented students.
The second school, Manatee Middle School in Naples, Florida, has a migrant student population that constitutes 25 percent of the student body, and a Hispanic immigrant population that has increased significantly since 1998 to comprise more than 60 percent of the student body. This school substantially outperformed a comparable school in the district in mathematics and reading in 1999 and 2000. Even after most of the more affluent white students withdrew to attend an all-white charter school, the school maintained these results. Students with disabilities showed similar trends (Aguilar & Morocco, in press ).
The third school, Compton-Drew Investigative Learning Center Middle School in St. Louis, Missouri, is a science magnet school with a majority (60 percent) of low-income African American students. On average, students in this school performed better in major academic areas in 2000 than students in other magnet schools. Sixth grade students enter the school with the same content and reading scores as sixth-graders in the other magnet schools; however, by the eighth grade, students in this school outperform the other magnet school students in the major content areas. And again, students with disabilities show similar trends.
Students express a sense of belonging to the active learning communities in these schools. In a survey administered by the Beacons research team to all students and staff, and to a large sample of parents, the vast majority of students in all three schools (between 75 and 87 percent) agreed with the statement "I feel like I belong in this school." Given the conflict that many urban students experience between the academic values of the school and the counterculture values of their peer groups, students' sense of belong and self-identification as learners in their schools was an important early finding. Those survey results energized our drive to understand how these schools create a place for all students as valued learners.
Between 80 and 100 percent of the teachers, students, and parents in all three schools believe that "Teachers and staff care about students at this school" and that "This school is a safe place." Teachers, students, and parents in all three schools think that their school is academically rigorous. A strong majority of all three groups (80 percent or more of students, 75 percent or more of teachers, and 60 percent or more of parents) agree that "Students are encouraged to think rather than to memorize facts." A large majority of parents (60 percent or more in all schools) and teachers (70 percent or more in all schools) responded affirmatively to the statement "The curriculum includes important knowledge, concepts, and facts in each curriculum area."
Through an extensive study, using both ethnographic and quantitative methods, we worked to understand what features of these schools contribute to students' personal identifications as learners and their motivation to achieve positive academic results. We wished to understand how these schools were actually achieving positive academic outcomes with all of their students. Because our study extended over three years, we were able to observe the schools grappling with many challenges-including new pressures of preparing their students for rigorous state tests-and to follow their results on high-stakes district-wide testing.
In synthesizing the results of these different ways of understanding the schools, we learned that all three schools are guided by a tenacious belief that all students can become academically competent when they belong to a learning community and are given the tools for constructing knowledge. We learned that the schools have embedded that idea in organizational structures and practices that provide students with intellectual tools and positive identities as learners. While all three schools reflect a deep integration of ideas about academic excellence and belonging, they give life to those ideas through different school cultures. The variations in those cultures are the subject of a longer, forthcoming monograph that provides detailed case studies of each school and a cross-case analysis (Morocco, Aguilar, Brigham, & Clark-Chiarelli, in progress) . The case studies provide evidence that urban schools can achieve such a culture through varied pathways, each responsive to the unique backgrounds of the students and to the various demands and growth opportunities that the school encounters (Morocco, Aguilar, & Mott, 2001 ).
The purpose of this paper is to discuss seven features shared across the three schools, which help to explain the schools' strong, positive academic results and students' personal identification with those results. These features are as follows:
1. A philosophy of academic learning that reflects an intellectual tradition and reform partnerships beyond the school; 2. School leaders who respond to disruption with breakthrough planning; 3. Collaborative organizational structures that reflect the school's philosophy and support all students; 4. Signature instructional practices that are emblematic of the school's philosophy and vision; 5. A clear vision, for students, of what it means to be a learner in their school; 6. Shared language about learning and inclusion; and 7. Parent and community partnerships that support the school's approach to learning. This paper illustrates these features with examples from the case study of one of the Beacons schools, Compton-Drew Investigative Learning Center (ILC) Middle School. Our goal is to begin to define what it means to have an inclusive, high-performing middle school culture and to make that culture visible through an example. Focusing on one school enables us to show the integral relationship between the seven features, and thus, the unusual level of coherence and consistency that is characteristic of these schools. The paper first describes the conceptual framework we used to develop the school case studies and the methods used to study the schools. We then provide an overview of Compton-Drew ILC, particularly its demographics, and discuss how each of the seven aspects of a culture of excellence and belonging are expressed in this school. The paper argues for the importance of providing middle school leaders and reform agents with detailed stories of how individual schools can develop and sustain such a culture.
Conceptual Framework for the Study
Three areas of research contributed to our framework for studying excellent and inclusive urban middle schools and for integrating many data sources into case studies: middle-grades reform; learning and instruction in the major subject areas, including instruction for students with disabilities; and school culture. Our framework evolved as we learned more about the schools and discovered that fully understanding them required that we understand their individual cultures in depth.
Dimensions of Middle-Grades Reform
Middle-grades reform literature provides us with a set of broad dimensions that organize our understanding of middle schools, including developmental responsiveness, social equity, and academic excellence (Lipsitz; 1984 , Lipsitz, Mizell, Jackson, & Austin, 1997 . This literature alerts us that schools can be strong in one of these dimensions and weak in another; schools explicitly designed to respond to the issues of early adolescence are not necessarily academically strong. Achieving academic excellence involves all dimensions of the school, including the structures through which people work together; approaches to curriculum and teaching; depth of content knowledge; relationships between teachers, students, parents, and the community; and school leadership. Our study extends the concept of social equity articulated in the general middle-grades reform movement to the inclusion of students with disabilities and other unique groups, such as English language learners, migrant students, and new immigrant students, as full members of an academically rigorous learning community.
Principles of Teaching for Understanding
Several areas of research on learning and instruction contributed to our criteria for an academically excellent school. Research in several fields-cognition and learning (Bransford, Sherwood, Hasselbring, Kinzer, & Williams, 1990; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995) , content learning and instruction (Cuoco, Goldenberg, & Mark, 1996; Goldenberg, 1993; Wong, 1997) , and teaching for understanding (Blythe, 1998; Morocco, 2001 )-converges around four research-based principles of instruction that support the acquisition of student understanding of important concepts and ways of knowing in the major subject areas. These principles, which have guided our close look at the teaching and learning processes taking place in the schools, are as follows:
1. Authentic tasks engage students in constructing knowledge around important concepts, 2. Cognitive strategies provide tools for engaging in domain-specific thinking and learning, 3. Socially mediated learning engages students in intellectual partnerships with one another and with adults, and 4. Constructive conversations facilitate building ideas.
These principles link with a rich repertoire of specific instructional approaches and teaching practices that are developmentally appropriate for young adolescents and provide a foundation for including students with disabilities in rigorous, standards-based learning.
In addition to these instructional principles, the current context of school reform requires that we define academic excellence in terms of a school's commitment to curriculum that is designed around state and national standards in the major content areas and is rich in subject matter content. Further, academic excellence is associated with professional support for teachers to participate in professional learning communities. Such communities afford teachers ongoing opportunities to deepen their content knowledge and expertise in using pedagogy that applies the instructional principles above within specific content domains (Morocco, 2001) .
Intellectually Rigorous and Inclusive School Cultures
Good practices that are isolated to a few classrooms with particularly committed teachers will not lead to consistent academic achievement for all students in a school nor to students' identification with academic success. An excellent, inclusive school is one in which beliefs about academic excellence and the relationships between adults, students, and content that fosters academic achievement are deeply infused into the ways people think, act, and learn in the school. Anthropological literature, such as the work of Clifford Geertz (1973) , defines culture as historically-transmitted patterns of meaning. In applying this perspective to schools, a number of writers (Deal & Peterson, 1999; Maehr & Midgley, 1996) suggest that it is not specific practices that create high-performing and middle schools, but rather the meanings that valued school-wide practices have for participants. Geertz ' (1973) discussion of the Chartres cathedral points to the distinction between the visible and tangible aspects of an institution and the meanings that those materials embody for members. The Chartres cathedral is made of stone and glass, "...but it is not just stone and glass; it is a cathedral, and not only a cathedral but a particular cathedral built at a particular time by certain members of a particular society."
He argues that
To understand what this cathedral means, you need to know rather more than the generic properties of stone and glass and rather more than what is common to all cathedrals. You need to understand also-and in my opinion, most critically-the specific concepts of relations among God, man, and architecture that, since they have governed its creation, it consequently embodies. (pp. 50-51) By analogy, to understand a school is to know the relationships between teachers, learners, and knowledge that are valued in the community and continue to shape students' perception of themselves as valued members of that community. Literature from cultural linguistics and sociology (Gee & Green, 1998) points to the role that particular discourse practices and language play in socializing adolescents and adults into the beliefs, roles, and responsibilities that define ones' membership and success in the school.
Consistent with this cultural perspective, case studies of the Beacons middle schools will explicate the meanings that participants in that school ascribe to learning events and to the structures that organize people for working and learning together.
Research Approach
In studying the three schools, and developing detailed case studies, we combined several research methodologies.
Surveys
Surveys provided breadth to the study by enabling us to include the perspectives of students, teachers, and parents across the schools. We worked closely with school personnel to administer survey questionnaireswith many parallel questions-to all students and teachers and to a large sample of parents in each school. We analyzed survey data by respondent, and also compared responses for students with disabilities with those of typically-achieving students.
Shadowing
Four members of the research team each accompanied one student throughout a full school day. We gave the schools a set of criteria for selecting a typically achieving student, a student with disabilities, a student developing English as a second language, and a student at risk for academic failure. We sat near students in class and walked near them as they moved through the hallways and talked with their friends. In one of the schools, we met a student at her home in the early morning, met with her parents, walked with her to school, and stayed with her throughout her day. We noticed how these students reacted to class work and how they talked and interacted with adults and other students; we also took note of our own reactions to class work-whether we found it stimulating, confusing, or boring. We interviewed these students and, whenever possible, their parents at the end of the day; and we interviewed their teachers.
Classroom Observation
Observation provided depth to our understanding of teaching and learning in the schools. We returned to the schools many times over a two-year period to observe teaching and learning in all of the grade levels and content areas, and in most teachers' classrooms. We conducted a series of observations in pairs in each school, with one observer focusing on identified students with disabilities and/or at-risk students, and the other documenting the progress of the lesson and the class as a whole.
Interviews/Focus Groups
We conducted formal and informal interviews with teachers, students, parents, and community members during our pre-selection site visit and a two-day visit following the final selection of the schools. The chosen schools each formed two focus groups consisting of a representative sample of students for us to meet and interview. At the end of the second year, we re-interviewed many teachers and key administrative staff in both the school and the district in order to ask more focused questions and pursue our initial interpretations in more depth.
We used a consistent format to describe the contents of every interview, and used case studies as a way to integrate the many sources of data (survey, interview, observation, curriculum materials, and shadowing) into a coherent and consistent picture of each school. The integration of all data on each school into a preliminary case study provided a first level of analysis. We drew on these case studies to develop a cross-case analysis that could identify crosscutting themes, findings, and the features discussed in this paper.
Meet Compton-Drew Investigative Learning Center (ILC) Middle School

History and Demographics
Compton-Drew ILC is a middle-grades magnet school situated off Highway 40, a busy four-lane road that cuts through the city of St. Louis. The school is named for two distinguished scientists who lived and worked in St. Louis. Dr. Arthur Holly Compton was a physicist and Nobel laureate whose studies of X-rays led to his so-called Compton effect (change in wavelength of high-energy electromagnetic radiation). Dr. Charles Richard Drew was an African American surgeon and pioneer in developing techniques for processing and storing blood plasma for use in transfusions. He helped establish blood banks during World War II and became the first director of the American Red Cross Blood Bank. The biographies of both men reflect the linking of science and social responsibility that is at the heart of curriculum and instruction at Compton-Drew ILC (Principal interview, October 20, 1998) .
By design, the school is adjacent to the St. Louis Science Center. Physically, the school, which was three years old in 1999, is light, colorful, and welcoming. The main office, gym, and cafeteria open off a large foyer. It is built as an atrium, with a high ceiling and lots of glass to let in light. Impeccably clean, large, light-colored floor tiles are interspersed with tiles in primary colors. Classrooms are housed in three floors, with the eighth grade on the first floor, seventh grade on the second, and sixth grade on the third, to ensure that those newcomers have a secure and supported space.
By most standards, Compton-Drew ILC is a small-to-medium-sized middle school with a student population of 515 students. The racial composition is stipulated by court order. More than one-third (37 percent) of the student body is Caucasian. Students who identify themselves as African American comprise 61 percent and a very small percentage of students (2 percent) fall within the categories of Asian, Latino/Hispanic, or Native American. Sixty-three percent of the students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. Linguistically, there are no students with limited English proficiency. Twelve percent of the students have disabilities and individualized education plans. Consistent with the schools' founding commitment to inclusion, most of these students are fully integrated into regular classrooms. About 10 students with more severe disabilities are educated in a separate classroom, at the urging of the students' parents.
What Learning Looks Like
Students in this school are members of an investigative learning community, where they explore big scientific and social questions (e.g., What is culture? Why does pollution happen, and what can we do about it?). In the early focus groups that we held with students, they conducted the discussion themselves, talking about what their school is like. The words "scientific," "investigate," "research," "hard learning," "thinking," and "talking about what we learn" were some of the first ideas they expressed. Invariably, when you walk into a classroom at Compton-Drew ILC, students are engaged in an investigative curriculum unit that spans several or all subject areas, which teachers developed during summer with experts from the St. Louis Science Center. Students may be engaged in cross-talk, a formal, student-managed discussion format. They may be using the computers that line one wall of the classroom to write essays about their learning or working in "pods," small groups that work together consistently over the course of a unit.
An observation of sixth grade students at Compton-Drew ILC provides an example of what an investigative classroom looks like in this school. On one particular day, we observed four sixth grade students from one pod sprawled on the hallway floor, just outside their classroom. Two of the students are African American and two are Anglo/European, and they have a wide range of learning abilities. One of the students has specific disabilities that affect her reading, writing, information processing, and attention to learning activities. All four students are actively participating in preparing for a read-aloud performance of a West African folk tale, HeLion. They selected West Africa as a culture to research as a part of a 12-week World Cultures unit. Each pod in the sixth grade selected a culture and is studying it through reading folk tales, history, and geography. The purpose of the unit, as their teacher explains it, is to "provide students with opportunities to reflect on and apply their knowledge as they write a folk tale or myth and create a game related to their culture." Each pod will integrate all of their materials into a book at the end of the unit. This pod's performance of He-Lion will be one of many oral and written culminating learning activities that encourage students to understand that "folk tales are a way to give messages in a culture and that students can think about whether those messages are important for us, too" (Sixth grade teacher interview, April 19, 2000).
Features of an Inclusive, High Performing Culture
The following seven common features of the three Beacons schools emerged from our cross-case analysis of learning in this school. These features characterize daily life, communication, and teaching/learning activities in the three schools. Here we briefly discuss the general feature and illustrate it with examples from our Compton-Drew case study.
A Philosophy of Academic Learning that Reflects an Intellectual Tradition and Reform Partnerships
Beyond the School A set of deeply held ideas about learning anchors and organizes daily work and interactions in each school. These ideas were not immediately visible to us. Over more than two years of visiting the schools and observing and meeting with teachers, students, parents, and administrators, we began to see the internal consistency among different aspects of each school. It became apparent over time that the roles that parents and community members played in the schools' development, the way teachers worked together, and the kinds of instructional practices that were valued and pervasive in the school were highly interconnected and reflected a deeper belief structure. In each school those core beliefs are part of an intellectual tradition beyond the school. All three schools have formed partnerships with reform organizations that reflect and support that tradition.
Although the specific beliefs vary across the three schools, the philosophies share a high regard for adolescents' intellectual capacity, commitment to students' identities as active lifelong learners, and belief in the importance of a collaborative learning context. As the discussion of other dimensions below suggests, the instructional practices, organizational structures, and leadership challenges in these schools are inextricably intertwined with each school's philosophy. We have used the metaphor of a plant to understand and represent the ideas that anchor the structures, practices, and ways of communicating in each school. We came to represent the schools' philosophies and core beliefs about learning as a "taproot" that deeply and strongly anchored each school and shaped and nurtured the schools' organization, instructional approaches, and ways of working with parents over time.
Compton-Drew, our main example here, is organized around three core beliefs. The first is that students can build knowledge through cooperative investigations of rigorous scientific and social questions; the second, is that students need to build socially responsible identities in our culturally-diverse, global society. The third is that content-rich curricula and instruction are necessary to academic excellence. Those ideas were present in the founding of the school. School leaders drew on the research and thinking of cognitive scientists John Bransford (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999) and Ann Brown (Brown & Campione, 1994) , as well as the work on technology support for learning at the Ontario Institute for Learning to found a school that is an experiment in applying cognitive science research to daily life and learning. The school identifies itself as a "School for Thought," taking the name from the book Schools for Thought: A Science of Learning in the Classroom by John Bruer (1993) , which describes how schools can draw on cognitive science research to build learning communities for young students.
School Leaders Who Respond to Disruption with Breakthrough Planning
The founding of each school was a time of disruption-actually, a convergence of multiple disruptions that might well have been viewed as crises and were instead treated as opportunities to make a reflective new start toward educating urban middle-grades students. All three schools developed, in part, in response to growth in the urban middle-grades student population and overcrowding in existing schools. For a variety of complex reasons, all three schools made a commitment early on to include students with disabilities in regular classroom learning, with appropriate forms of support. This dimension of inclusion was a pioneering direction for all three schools and required considerable discussion and invention.
Compton-Drew ILC was formed in response to overcrowding and to court-ordered desegregation of St. Louis's troubled schools. In the 1980s, the court ordered St. Louis to desegregate the city's schools, (Liddell v. Missouri, 1984) . One means of accomplishing this was the creation of racially controlled magnet schools. The court stipulated that 45 percent of the student population in these schools had to be Caucasian (District Director of Special Education interview, November 18, 1999). To achieve this level of integration, Caucasian students from St. Louis County communities outside the inner city were recruited to attend the magnet schools.
For some time prior to the court order, in the 1980s, the president of the St. Louis Science Center was interested in having a school built on the site adjacent to the center. Mason Middle School had already established a partnership with the St. Louis Science Center and had strong connections to a variety of other math-and science-oriented community institutions, such as the St. Louis Zoo, the Missouri Botanical Garden, and the Litzsinger Ecology Center. Working with the James McDonnell Foundation, the head of the science center "pushed the agenda" with the St. Louis Public School system to create a "Schools for Thought" (SFT) school in the city. In 1988, plans were laid to transform Mason Middle School, a small middle-grades school in St. Louis, into a new magnet school, which became Compton-Drew ILC. Forging partnerships with the St. Louis Science Center and with cognitive science scholars brought the school into an intellectual community where instructional practices that a group of teachers were already using effectively with African American students were given research-based names.
In 1993, the entire staff of Compton-Drew ILC (24 people) went to Nashville for a week of in-service training about developing curriculum units around the SFT philosophy. Prior to the opening of Compton-Drew, staff from Mason Middle went to Nashville to visit a seventh grade SFT classroom. Over the subsequent years, the staff at Mason Middle piloted the SFT approach and engaged in intensive professional development in partnership with the University of Missouri, St. Louis; the St. Louis Science Center; and other community institutions. The doors to Compton-Drew opened in the fall of 1996.
As with all three Beacons middle schools, this school was "born in crisis" and used that crisis as an opportunity to create a strong vision of an intellectually rigorous school that would bring the best research on learning to bear on designing a vibrant, science-oriented learning community. Social equity was a goal from the school's inception. The school's adoption of an investigative learning philosophy reflected the view that lowincome African American students and white students together will be motivated by investigations to develop lifelong commitments to learning and social responsibility. Intellectual effort was combined with ideas about social responsibility and the social good that can emerge from rigorous, collaborative investigations. A partnership between the courts, the school district, cognitive scientists, science institutions, and dedicated teachers and school leaders was formed in response to the disruption and the opportunity for radical change.
The pressures of statewide testing have created new challenges and disruption for Compton-Drew. The school has responded by focusing considerable attention on preparing students to meet specific test requirements; at the same time, staff maintain their commitment to their fundamental beliefs and direction as a Schools for Thought school. Compton-Drew was given specific targets for increasing student scores on Missouri state tests, yet they respond within the structure and norms of their SFT philosophy.
Collaborative Organizational Structures that Reflect the School's Philosophy and Support Students
The philosophy and core beliefs in each school directly and indirectly shape the structures through which teachers and students plan, learn, and communicate. By structures, we mean the ways that the school is organized to work with parents, teaming arrangements within the school that help teachers work together, and ways of grouping students in the classroom to support learning. At the instructional level, all three schools engage in heterogeneous classroom grouping and the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom, yet the actual structure of group activities is very different in each school, consistent with the school's philosophy. Peer talk and cooperative peer learning is valued in all three schools, yet generally takes different forms. At the school and faculty level, all three schools engage in some form of teacher teaming and cooperative teacher planning that is consistent with the school's philosophy and core beliefs, yet the forms of that planning are different.
Compton-Drew ILC students are formally grouped in pods that stay together across different subject classrooms and usually have a common task and a common product. Each pod may take on one or two specific questions (about pollution, for example) within a larger, grade-level curriculum unit and produce a joint product with contributions from each individual. Students in the Compton-Drew pod are expected to help one another answer any question that arises in the group and call on the teacher as a group if they cannot solve an issue on their own. These peer structures are designed to provide academic support for individual students, particularly students with disabilities or other special needs that affect their learning.
Compton-Drew ILC teachers plan detailed, comprehensive interdisciplinary curriculum units as grade-level teams and then teach the units in each of their classrooms. They work with outside consultants from their partner science center. Every unit has a similar structure, which includes a big organizing question, assessment rubrics, activity rotations, and integrative "culminating tasks." These units translate the school's investigative learning philosophy into specific norms and practices for inquiry. The units form the context for all teaching and learning in the school.
Signature Instructional Practices that are Emblematic of the School's Philosophy
Each school has instructional practices that are widely used across all classrooms, age groups, and content areas and that appear both in and beyond the classroom. Just as successful athletes have particular ways of approaching their game-often referred to as "signature moves"-that become part of their particular strengths, these schools have practices that appear again and again, which, when examined closely, provide a window into the inclusive culture of each school. The signature practices differ across the three Beacons schools. If they appear in another school, the practice is not exactly the same and, more important, does not serve the same purpose or have the particular meaning to participants as it does at its "home" school. As we became aware of them, the schools confirmed that these were, in fact, core practices, "as familiar as the air we breathe."
As situations or events that visibly epitomize the convergence of the ideas that shape the school, signature practices serve as "cultural performances" (Geertz, 1973) . For participants, they define rigorous learning in the school. Because they have a public character, they make the important beliefs and practices of the culture visible to the observer. Visitors from another culture-in our case, our research team-will not experience those events as participants would, but, as Geertz suggests, may be able to verify other observations against these observable performances (p. 113). They can provide the observer with an opportunity to understand, albeit from the outside, how people "attain their faith as they portray it" (p. 114). Signature practices at these schools are dynamic opportunities for participants-which include all members of the school-to engage in "practicing" and, on a continual basis, constructing learning processes with a particular value for that school learning community.
One extended example from Compton-Drew ILC illustrates the depth of the connections between signature instructional practices and the philosophies of the Beacons schools. In this school, a set of investigative practices work together in an integrated way to support students' understanding of important scientific ideas and ways of investigating scientific and social issues. As the discussion of school organization suggested above, students engage in a series of investigative activities across every content area as they proceed through an interdisciplinary unit on a social or scientific question. Students engage in a start-up "anchor activity" that engages them in the big question of the unit. Working in pods and as a whole class, they generate an initial set of questions related to that big question, then select particular questions to investigate within each pod. They build investigative and literacy skills as they rotate through carefully planned investigative activities, prepare culminating tasks to integrate and represent individual and shared knowledge, engage in pod and individual self-assessment of their work, and contribute ideas about the big unit questions to an on-line Knowledge Forum.
Within the warp of this investigative structure, cross-talk among students serves as the woof. Cross-talk is a ritualized form of student peer talk in which the teacher (or another student) provides a question for discussion, then students speak one at a time, passing the turn to another student who raises his or her hand to speak. For example, students in a sixth grade class studying world cultures engaged in a cross-talk that began with these exchanges:
Teacher: So the question once again is, What did you learn about culture? Now you all did research on a culture, you all had a chance to write a paper on what you learned about a culture, so now I want you to do a cross-talk. Tell us what you learned about the culture that you researched. And I pass to Nicholas.
Nicholas: Thank you, Mrs. Peters. Culture is sort of like, sort of like describes the rituals and beliefs and the way they dress. It gives you an example of, it describes what life is like. And I pass to James. James: Thank you, Nicholas. I think culture is beliefs, the way you act around your family, the things you eat, and the environment you grow up in. And I pass to ...Seth.
Seth: Thank you, James. I believe it is everything you do every day. Like your daily life. And I pass to Catherine. (The cross-talk continues for another fifteen minutes and includes most students in the class)
Because cross-talk is so pervasive in the school and second nature to students, they often fall into this discourse pattern whenever there is a whole-class discussion. The sixth grade teacher above uses cross-talk at the beginning of the day when students share from their journals. She also uses it during class, "if things aren't going well." As she describes it, she gets students to take responsibility for understanding a disturbance to the learning community. I may say, "Stop, stop! What is going on here?" And then I put it back on them. "I'm not going to tell you what is going wrong. You tell me, what is going wrong here? Let's identify the problem, identify the solution." And then we move on.
She uses it at the end of the day as an opportunity for students to reflect on what has happened and what they have learned. She keeps the emphasis on positive behaviors that support her new sixth graders in doing rigorous work: "What worked well today? Tell us what you did to make that work so well." On another day, we observed this teacher initiate a cross-talk about whether a character in a novel the students were reading "is a bad person." Students were to support their answers with specific references to the novel. We observed students using cross-talk to discuss how reading loud, writing about, and dramatizing a novel can each contribute to their understanding of the dilemmas faced by the characters, and we observed teachers use cross-talk to have students talk about their reading and make connections across texts. This teacher summarized her view of cross-talk in an impassioned comment about the fundamental importance of teaching students to listen to one another with respect, so that each individual can learn from others and contribute to others' learning, a process too little honored by adults:
I love cross-talk because it teaches them to listen. That is the biggest part of cross-talk-listening. And when they speak, they are in complete control of that group, and that is a very rare and unusual experience for a middle school child, and for most people entirely. They can speak as long as they need to, as long as they want to, and when they have finished their complete thought, then they choose who they want to listen to next. They thank each other; they pass to each other by name, so it's reinforcing a lot of social skills. I have found that in certain meetings with adults, I get so frustrated because we cut each other off, we don't let people finish complete thoughts. We don't even sit there and let someone think about exactly what it is and how they want to say it, before somebody else is rushing in to interrupt. This is my big thing. We expect children to behave better than the adults around them. (Sixth-grade teacher interview, April 19, 2000) Compton-Drew teachers give other examples of how they used cross-talk, for example, to engage students in evaluating their learning at the end of a unit. One teacher described how students used cross-talk to persuade her to make a change in their reading assignments. Several students commented that they wished to change a reading assignment. When the teacher disagreed, they asked if they could hold a cross-talk to discuss the issue. After the teacher listened to them talk and think through their reasons for changing the readings, the teacher changed her mind. We on the research team observed the ease with which students use this tool to bring multiple voices into a gathering. When we met with 80 students in the gym to present the school with a plaque in appreciation of their partnership in the Beacons study, we asked students how they thought the school was "a Beacons of Excellence school," one student raised her hand, stood up to give her ideas, and then "passed" to another student, moving naturally into cross-talk.
Like the signature practices in the other schools, cross-talk reflects the large dimensions of academicallystrong middle schools that forged the framework of our study and frame much of the work of the National Forum on Middle-Grades Reform (Lipsitz, et al., 1997) . Cross-talk engages students in actively using their minds to understand complex ideas and to reflect on their learning process. It promotes equal status and power for all students in the classroom and the schoolwide learning community by providing every student with the tools and opportunities to engage in the practice on a regular basis. Students with disabilities have the opportunity to be exposed to other students' thinking and to have a respectful audience to hear their voice. In each case, the practice is developmentally appropriate for young adolescents. Students at the investigative learning school love being listened to and having the agency to choose the next speaker in a cross-talk.
A Clear Vision, for Students, of What it Means to be a Learner in the School
Students in each of the three Beacons schools can tell you what is involved in being a student and how students represent their knowledge in their school. They are generally aware of the differences between their school and other grade schools and middle schools in and outside their district.
Compton-Drew students will tell you that they present what they've learned through "consequential tasks"-written, acted, designed projects-that synthesize what they have learned across the sixth or seventh grade in a shared, interdisciplinary curriculum unit. They will explain how they regularly work with personnel at the Science Center to learn about physical and natural science topics and how they use the technology-based Knowledge Forum to post questions and ideas and connect their thinking across classrooms.
A group of six students from sixth, seventh, and eighth grade, all musicians in the Compton-Drew band, talked very explicitly about what it is like to be a student in the school. They talked in detail about the benefits and challenges of working in pods, where the small group is responsible for everyone's learning. They are aware that Compton-Drew differs from many schools in heterogeneously grouping students. A student, Harris, says, "It's important that we work together-'Divided we fall, together we stand.'" He says "It's a way to mix people. They make sure that each pod is biracial, female and male. I noticed the difference when all girls work together; they are sometimes a little more sociable than boys. When all boys work together, they like to be independent or each by themselves. In a mixed group, have them all together and they learn together."
Harris feels comfortable with the academic diversity of his pods, which include students with special learning needs. "They don't take people that are slow learners and send them to a certain room where they stay all day, where the teachers just send them work…You know, when you are in the real world there is not going to be separate places for each of these people. You are going to be working with people who have higher academics (than you) and people who maybe aren't as smart as you."
Harris has had to come to terms with his own working style within the Compton-Drew pod structure, particularly his tendency to take over and do the work for some students. "I've always been a hard worker and sometimes I was not placed in a group where everybody wanted to pull their share. I was the type of person who, if you don't do it, I'll do it for you. So I was always found doing somebody else's work; but I wouldn't tell the teacher until it was over and then it was too late. But, I don't blame myself for that because I have learned that in life, you are going to have to do a little extra for somebody else…Then they will finally come around; they'll say, 'Thank you for doing that, I just really didn't feel like it.' I say, 'I understand.'" Harris says that learning in a pod is very much like playing in a band. "You have to work together. If you don't balance yourself out, if you are louder than one section, the song will sound so out of tune….Some people don't know how to adjust to being soft. In life, you have to deal with a lot of stuff, and Compton-Drew is getting us ready for that" (Eighth-grade student interview, April 17, 2000).
Shared Language of Learning and Inclusion
The beliefs, organizing structures, and instructional practices in each school generate special uses of language. The signature practices and instructional approaches that connect with them give rise to and are sustained by the language that students, faculty, and parents use to talk about learning. That language, and the ritualized practices themselves, help to socialize new members into the school-faculty, students, and parents. The language that members use and the particular "discourses" that characterize learning, reflect the significant roles that language plays in orienting people to their roles and responsibilities and to the "self-control that participants are obliged to adopt" in that school (Geertz, 1973, p 48 ; see also Wertsch, 1991) .
Early in our study of Compton-Drew ILC, we saw tacked on the wall of the administrative conference center and in classrooms, a glossary of terms that are central to the SFT philosophy. It included cross-talk, pods, rotations, unit anchor, culminating tasks, cooperative learning, knowledge forum, and other terms that we heard members of the school use in everyday conversation to talk about a curriculum unit, what is happening in the classroom, and appropriate student behavior.
As outsiders in Compton-Drew, we soon learned that even familiar educational terms (for example, cooperative learning), have a particular meaning and take a particular form in the school. Beyond these SFT terms, there is also a language of respect among adults, between adults and students, and among students. Adults address one another by Mr., Mrs., or Dr. Adults may address students by both first and last name, and students address one another by name during cross-talk. While we were referred to in a light, familiar way as "Beacons ladies" at Christopher Columbus Middle School; Compton-Drew staff, in contrast, used the more formal terms of "Dr." or "Mrs." to refer to the members of our research team. Special languages in each school reflect the "unities of common experience" (Geertz, 1973, p. 240 ) of members of each school community and the cultural and intellectual identities that are valued and nurtured in each of the schools.
Parent and Community Partnerships that Support the School's Approach to Learning
As the introduction to this paper stressed, a key feature of the cultures of these schools is that parents experience a sense of belonging to a caring and intellectually rigorous school learning community. A vast majority of parents in the three schools say that they are respected by teachers and staff, the school makes them feel welcome when they visit, and they are comfortable meeting with their children's teachers. An only somewhat smaller majority of parents believe they are viewed as partners or team members in educating their children. Each school uses a variety of approaches to build partnerships with parents that support students' academic achievement and their development as individuals. These approaches are consistent with the academic philosophy of the school, its geography within the district, and parents' particular needs.
All three schools are aggressive in developing ways to engage parents in understanding the school's philosophy and in mutual efforts to make the school's approach accessible to students. Still, despite cultures of belonging that reach out to parents, parent involvement is one of the most pressing ongoing challenges for these schools, as it is for all urban schools.
At Compton-Drew, students are selected by lottery. Staff and leadership face the challenge of linking with families scattered across the wide area encompassed by St. Louis County. Parents have many opportunities to visit the school and learn about the SFT approach before they enter the magnet school lottery; if their name is drawn, they can visit the school three times with their child. Once their child is enrolled, parents have ready access to faculty by phone, since each faculty member has a cell phone expressly for the purpose of receiving and responding to calls from parents of both their inner city St. Louis students and students from the surrounding towns.
Grade-level teams work directly with parents on developing accommodations to help students with their academic work. In an extended interview with the research team, a parent of two children with substantial learning disabilities discussed several kinds of accommodations that she worked out for her children with their teachers. One of her children has been receiving additional tutoring from a resource room teacher in mathematics. The other makes use of peer support in pod learning ("He tends not to want to go to the classroom teacher for help, so for him, dealing with his peers seems to be a little bit easier"). The parent worked with the science teacher to develop accommodations to help her son stay organized. Since her child's "mangled spellings" made much of his writing indecipherable, she encouraged his teachers to write on the board concepts that students were discussing in class and were expected to use in their writing. She thinks that the requirement that he do frequent project demonstrations with his pod has helped him be more confident about speaking out in class.
Conclusion
The seven general features of school culture discussed here and illustrated within Compton-Drew ILC Middle School are integrated in a consistent and coherent way-although with striking variations in form-across all three schools. Regardless of which dimension of the school culture one focuses on-organizing structures; signature practices; how students work together; the language teachers and students use for greeting one another and for learning-all of the dimensions interrelate and all lead back to the school's belief system. Just as any stem of the plant can be traced to the root, the different aspects of the school are interconnected and take their purpose and meaning from the school's philosophy and organizing beliefs. This is not to say that every teacher is on board with the school's philosophy and that every communication between teachers and students is an ideal realization of the philosophy. The leaders of all three schools were articulate about the challenges of moving all of the staff to a shared vision and looking for opportunities, not only for school-wide professional development, but for new hiring and new choices of staff. We were struck by how aware these middle-school leaders were of the small number of teachers who were imposing a very different philosophy on students; we observed that many of those teachers moved on to other schools during the period of our study. We noticed that the school leaders were highly aware of the barriers to realizing their vision with all students, and that, on the whole, they moved deliberately to address those barriers. One of the consistent and surprising features of the school leaders was their own sensitivity to ruptures that were inconsistent with the philosophy and values of the school and the leaders' responsiveness to the need to change. Endnotes ¹ EDC's Beacons of Excellence project is one of several projects funded under a Beacons of Excellence initiative by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP). The projects were funded to identify and study schools achieving exemplary results for students with disabilities in the context of efforts to achieve exemplary results for all students.
